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Cities as constructs of either incremental development or planned settlement reflect their 
economic, political and social condition. Much development is conceived and executed without 
an understanding of the intrinsic urban characteristic that resides in the existing urban form; or 
the traces of its urban evolution that have been lost to the physical landscape. The tendency 
has been for the urban landscape of the city to morph from a state of cohesion to 
fragmentation.
The research presented in this paper traces the morphological development of Brisbane. 
Through the mapping of the physical changes that have occurred in a particular place, by 
extracting information from historical maps and photographs, patterns can be identified that 
convey the continuity of urban form, active usage and building typology. The analysis can be 
measured to identify developments that are incongruous, and critically, a methodology of 
predictive urban form that is indicative of a consonant urban development.  
The paper presents archival research undertaken at QUT that has documented the 
morphological evolution of Brisbane, from settlement to the present. A particular emphasis will 
be the analysis of built types, documenting characteristics of urban scale and aspects of the 
building interface with the street (public realm) and offering evidenced explanations for the 
urban experience in this particular sub!tropical city.  
The objective of the paper is to introduce a methodology that demonstrates the importance of 
urban morphological analysis, the study of the many layers of historical growth that a city has 
undergone, and in the understanding of these urban form characteristics, determine a model 
for future development based on a principle of sustainable urban form that requires continuity 
and coherence with the existing city. 
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DISCUSSION 
We know that quality in the built environment has existed in the past, we see this in 
the places we cherish and admire. We also know that it can be achieved in new 
development, but what we do not appear to know is the formula for guaranteeing 
this as the norm rather than the exception. (Gleave 1990) 
 
The problem 
The ongoing deliberations on the form of the city, have accounted for its failings, its potentials, 
its successes; as well as fundamental issues of how, as designers and decision makers, to 
enhance what is working and eliminate the dysfunctional. We have in recent decades accepted 
the legacy of the modernist city and are searching for an alternative methodology to regain 
equilibrium between the embedded raison d’etre of the original city, and the scope of the 
demand of new urban development. There are numerous recent examples of where known 
typologies of good urban form have been revived. However our proposal are all too often 
foreign models of urban form that are willingly replicated without a rigorous layer of enquiry 
which is needed to establish the finite quantitative substance of a particular place.   
The question of whether evidence exists that can determine detailed parameters of an existing 
cities genetic form, is the basis of the research to which this paper is an exploratory 
introduction. The research has found that the geographical discipline of urban morphology 
holds the key to provide evidence of urban growth characteristics. While much of the research 
conducted by geographers has concentrated on the structure of city form; the methodology 
suggests possibilities for an architectural approach that can comprehensively determine 
qualitative aspects of its buildings. As such he significance of urban morphological study has 
yet to be realised amongst urbanists. If the cities ‘DNA’ can be can be identified, then this 
genealogy can inform its continued urban growth. 
The principal research question for this study is; Can evidence drawn from morphological 
analysis of cities provide a basis for assessing the qualitative characteristics of the city that has 
been built and constructed; and furthermore offer a basis for predicting a consonant urban 
form? 
A core consideration of the research is the availability of archival documents from which 
detailed diagrams can be extracted that map the changed historical urban conditions of a 
selected study area.  
 
Urban morphology 
Stephen Gleave (1990) makes the observation that urban design is a re!emerging discipline 
centred at the policy and decision making process of the built environment, ‘thriving’, as Ian 
Bentley and Georgina Butina state in the same journal, ‘in the gaps between more convention 
disciplines like architecture and planning’ (Bentley & Butina 1990:66). Sue McGlynn further 
observes that the gaps between these disciplines had been increasingly widening through the 
twentieth century where; 
Architecture’s clear concern was with the design and production of buildings within a 
defined site. Planning took responsibility for the general disposition of land uses 
through policy formulation and plan making…it became clear that the gap was the 
public realm itself! the void between buildings, the streets and spaces which constitute 
out everyday experience of urban places. (McGlynn 1994) 
The definition of urban morphology according to Bentley and Butina ‘...is an approach to 
studying and designing urban form which considers both the physical and spatial components 
of the urban structure…of plots, blocks, streets, buildings and open spaces,’ all of which are 
‘…considered as part of the history/ evolutionary process of development of the particular part 
of the city under consideration.’ (Bentley & Butina1990:67) 
Urban morphology can be considered as primarily concerned with ‘the structure of urban form’ 
(Kropt 2005) and as Whitehand observes ‘an important part of urban design is the creation of 
urban form. It is reasonable that the discipline that has as its central purpose the understanding 
of urban form should contribute to both the theory and practice of designing that form’. 
(Whitehand 2005) 
Urban morphology as a field of study emerged in Germany in the early part of the twentieth 
century through the work of Schlüter, Geisler and Hassinger (Conzen, 2004, p. 2). It was 
brought to English speaking countries in the 1930s by M.R.G. Conzen but rose to significance 
when he began publishing work in the 1950s and 60s. It has only recently become a topic of 
great interest and research (Whitehand, 1992). In the early nineties, governments began to 
take a greater interest in the area, commissioning studies on city form to inform town!planning 
strategies. Whitehand believes that this revival was due to dissatisfaction with passive 
approaches to urban form and “a belief that urban environments and the forces responsible for 
them are undergoing fundamental change” (Whitehand, 1992, p. 620).  
The Italian school of urban morphology came to the foreground in the 1940s with the work of 
Saverio Muratori (1910!1973). He was an architect who believed that urban form is “an 
aggregate of many ideas, choices, and actions which are manifested in… buildings and their 
surrounding spaces” (Moudon, 1994, p. 258) and that this form is understood through types 
and their transformation over time. He saw traditional city processes as the key to good 
architecture. He reacted against the Modern movement seeking to “emphasise the continuity 
between historical knowledge and contemporary action” (Samuels, 1990, p. 418). His work 
includes two significant ‘operational histories’ of Venice and Rome (1959 and 1963).   
Muratori’s work was continued by and lead to the work of fellow Italian Gianfranco Caniggia. 
For him, “the physical city is not an object but a process” (Moudon, 1994, p. 259). He therefore 
investigated types in their basic form and subsequent mutations over time. He identified “basic 
types” (Samuels, 1990, p. 418) on four scales: the building, the group of buildings, the city and 
the region.  
Both Muratori and Caniggia believed that although modern design often breaks the bond 
between the building and the city, the analysis of traditional city processes could (and should) 
inform design if this connection is re!established. In contrast, although not doubting the 
importance of urban analysis, architects such as Aldo Rossi, Carlo Aymonino saw the architect 
as free from tradition, “free to interpret the historical city as they wished” (Moudon, 1994, p. 
261).  
The approach of MRG Conzen to the study of urban form is a scholarly one based on a 
geographical viewpoint. The study of settlements is seen as one aspect of ‘pure geography’ and 
can be applied by architects and planners to shape our cities today (Conzen, 2004, p. 47). 
Conzen’s view was that ‘the past provides the key to the future’ and that ‘the spirit of a society 
is objectified in the historico!geographical character of the townscape and becomes the genius 
loci.’  Conzen termed ‘historicity’ as the key attribute of a townscape that requires 
management, as such the quality of historical landscapes relies upon the survival of their town 
plan and the remaining stock of traditional buildings, their historicity. (Conzen 1966:61) 
Conzen identifies three elements of the city that inform its shape: the town plan, the building 
fabric, and the pattern of land and building utilisation. These components are interconnected 
and change according to the changing functional requirements of society. The town plan and 
the building fabric are more resistant to change than land and building utilisation (Conzen, 
2004, p. 51). The analysis of these three “form complexes” is the basis of urban morphology. 
His research led to the formation of a number of concepts including development cycles in 
particular the burgage cycle development of long narrow plots of medieval towns (Koter, 
1990), ‘market colonisation’ and fringe belts (Moudon, 1994, p. 264).  
A particular interest of Conzen’s is Morphogenetics, a specialised area which involves the 
“reconstruction of the historical development of the physical configurations of urban areas” 
(Whitehand, 1992, p. 624) through archival data, particularly maps and plans. Urban 
Morphogenesis, as described by James E Vance is the study of the origin and evolution of the 
morphology of cities (Vance, 1990, p4). These two sub!definitions of urban morphology 
provide the identification of the particular research field to which his paper addresses. 
 
The Brisbane study  
Students of architecture, planning and landscape architecture at QUT have been engaged in 
data collection and mapping process that has resulted in the establishment of a significant 
archive that contains evidence of the urban growth of Brisbane from settlement to the present. 
This achievement has required the participants to access the archives of various sources across 
government and local council collections to amalgamate information as a basis for focused 
inquiry. Principal archival sources were the John Oxley collection of the Queensland State 
Library and the Brisbane city council records. 
The scope of the database comprises an account of the growth of the city on the peninsula now 
consolidated as the urban centre of Brisbane. Intrinsically, the critical documentation collected 
were the survey maps to evidence cadastral property delineation, photographic records as 
pictorial evidence, literary descriptions of places and events, as well as postal records to 
determine site usage. The collected archives for each city block have been compiled into a 
database from which information has been drawn for the purpose of mapping selected criteria 
for further scrutiny.  
Periodical time snapshots were determined as moments of focus for the mapping output, 
aligning with the dates of key survey information as well as establishing a consistent basis for 
analysis for the research participants across the study area; these were established at 1840/ 
1863/ 1911/ 1930/ 1960 and 2005. This approach is consistent with methods adopted by urban 
morphologists as a technique for observing urban changes over time. (Koter, M. 1990) 
 
Several categories of mapping have been identified; 
1. Cadastral definition: confirms the overarching dimensions of urban grid / burgage 
cycle / trends of sub!division or consolidation / property ownership and functions. 
2. Nolli Map/ Figure group drawings: confirms the relationship between built form and 
pubic accessible space. 
3. Ground level plans: confirms the level and changes to active frontage, function across 
the city block. 
4. Street Elevations & Block Sections: confirms the dimensions and characteristics of the 
urban form 
5. Types: confirms the characteristics and experience of buildings and urban blocks. 
 
Preliminary research findings  
Cadastral definition  
The ‘burgage cycle’ approach to morphology developed by Conzen has enabled geographers to 
gauge and give dimension to the developmental process. For Brisbane, the initial layout of the 
town was generous in block and lot size (200x90 metres) but restrictive in its street width (??). 
Twenty lots of approximately 20x40m were laid out on each block, a size to suit a small timber 
house with a large yard for small business, vegetable gardens or keeping a few animals.  
The deep blocks resulted in under!utilised space at the centre as different building types 
emerged. By 1910 the city blocks had undergone significant subdivision, the demand for land 
had the effect of causing land owners to profit through the subdivision of their land. The later 
buildings on the new subdivisions were of more substantial construction replacing the 
temporary structures of the early settlement. 
From 1910 through the twentieth century, the change in the number of lots per block varies 
greatly and is unevenly distributed. While many lots were subsequently amalgamated to serve 
the needs of the taller building types, there are still some blocks within the study area which 
have preserved the finer grain of the smaller subdivisions. Although the average number of lots 
per block has intriguingly remained at almost the original figure, there is however a wide 
discrepancy from blocks with as few as eleven lots to some with as many as thirty!nine lots. 
  
Nolli Maps / Block coverage  
The first area of building activity was on Queen Street. All buildings types including houses 
were located right on the front boundary for ease of access and street exposure. This left the 
rear of the block free for other uses and accommodation for sheds and outhouses. Enough 
space was left to the sides of buildings to access the rear land.   
By 1910 many more substantial buildings had been built due to the boom of the 1880s and had 
contributed to consolidate the density of the urban form. Between 1910 and 1930, building 
coverage increased only slightly to around 60%. Change during this time was minimal due to 
lack of funds between World War 1 and the Great Depression. A significant amount of land was 
still vacant at the centre of blocks made unusable from lack of frontage. Some laneways were 
introduced to counter the access problem.  
By 1960 many of the gaps had been filled either through infill development or through the 
replacement of smaller inefficient buildings with larger ones occupying most of the lot. The 
coverage of buildings in the study area was now higher than 70% (see fig 1). Connectivity 
through blocks was uncommon and had to be built into the fabric for example, the Elizabeth 
Arcade joining Elizabeth and Charlotte Streets. 
The introduction of towers did little to increase the building coverage at ground level. Despite 
larger footprints, towers were removed from the urban grid as free!standing objects in space. 
Here there is evidence that this period contributed significantly to the dis!connectivity of the 
urban footprint that is evident today. 
Fig 1: Graph depicting average ratio’s of building coverage 
and number of lots per block over study area. 
Ground Floor Plans 
The details of spatial adjacencies between building and street are not evident in many of the 
town maps. The research has however uncovered the detailed building records from fire safety 
survey’s first conducted in 1916, which have been periodically updated. This material can 
provide data to underpin a comparative study with the present known condition. 
Supplemented with contemporary photographic evidence, analysis of the characteristics of 
active edge will be undertaken.    
 
Elevations and Sections 
Detailed street elevations and cross block sections have been mapped as a basis for categorical 
statements of the evolution in urban form and building characteristic. Clear readings from the 
elevational sequence can be made, and moments of urban erosion and incongruous 
development identified.  
 
  
Nolli Map 1910-1930 Nolli Map 1960-2005 
Extract of Charlotte Street Elevation1910-1930
Building Types  
The data collection discussed above has provided the source material for a first stage inquiry in 
the analytical process of unravelling the detailed architectural explanation of Brisbane’s 
morphology. This first step has been to catalogue the building types that have contributed to 
the development of urban form over the last 160 years. This has been restricted to a focused 
study area comprising the city blocks bounded by George Street, Edward Street, Mary Street 
and Charlotte Street; it reveals the characteristics of a typical inner city precinct, however at 
this stage excludes a larger survey that would include the government, religious, transport, 
mall, and other specialised building types. 
Caniggia defines type as “the conceptual existence of an object in the form of the ‘experience 
of this object,’ apart from its physical existence or its phenomenological being” (Moudon, 1994, 
p. 259). Caniggia saw each scale as forming modules or elements of the city, fitting within each 
other and relating within scales and across scales. 
Criteria for considerations in the classification of building type include; Relationship to street / 
Surrounding open spaces / Volume / Relationship to other scales of type / Spatial arrangement / 
Form / Contribution to the urban fabric. 
The following classifications of building types have been identified from the Brisbane study 
area for discussion; Timber House, Warehouse, Workshop, Row Shops, Corner Hotel, Office 
Block & Tower, Residential Tower. 
 
 
The Timber House type originated as a simple hut often left in their natural state, these were 
built directly onto the ground with not much more than a pitched bark or shingle roof and four 
walls. The raised timber house was a progression from slab huts usually with two or four rooms, 
with a front and/or back verandah. They were made of sawn timber and galvanised iron roofing 
(Hogan, 1988, p. 48).  
“the prevailing style is, with modifications, that of the Indian bungalow – a single, 
sometimes double storeyed cottage, generally of wood, with pyramidal roof, and 
surrounded by broad verandahs, upon which open many French doors or low 
windows…” (Hogan 1988 p. 82).  
The timber house did not last long as a type; by 1910 almost all timber houses had been 
replaced by more durable structures. 
The ‘Corner Hotel’ type was very prominent right from Brisbane’s beginning as a free 
Type location Map 1910-1930 Type location Map 1960-2005
settlement, and is indicative of the need of a transient population. This is a distinctive type that 
is easily recognisable throughout its evolution. It began as a simple double storey timber 
building with balconies on the upper level, the timber construction and steep iron roof was 
similar to early houses. Following the economic boom of the 1880s facades were made of stone 
of brick, sometimes with timber balconies added to the front or incorporated behind stone 
pillars. The corner hotel is a robust building type that has adapted over time. Examples include 
Lennons Hotel, The Canberra and the People’s Palace. 
The ‘Workshop’ type appeared concurrently with the early development of the city. The streets 
to the east of Queen Street held many of these small buildings. They were generally one 
storey, usually of double height proportions situated at the front of the block with space to 
drive down the side to the backyard. They accommodated small manufacturing and trade 
businesses and were constructed of brick or tin. As with the houses and warehouses, the 
construction type used was indicative of the status of the business. The front façade 
incorporated at least one prominent garage entry with signage displayed prominently on the 
front of the premises. Only a few workshop types still remain.  
The Warehouse type emerged in the 1880s at a time of economic boom. It was a two to five 
storey building usually comprised of a classical façade (of stone or brick) with a basic structure 
behind. Generally, the façade incorporated a carriageway entrance which led to the courtyard 
behind which was used for parking, loading and working. Warehouse buildings were invariably 
positioned on the front boundary of their lot occupying the entire frontage. The ground level 
was raised by a metre or so to allow for a sub!basement, to cope with floods or to deal with the 
slope of the land.  
 “not only in its architectural aspect is the city improved; its pavements are now alive 
with pedestrians, whilst so numerous have become the vehicles that the streets are 
much too narrow to hold them; a feeling being naturally aroused that the first layers 
of the city were as narrow minded as the thoroughfares they laid down…” (Hogan 
1988 p. 56).  
Although the proliferation of the warehouse type was a sign of the booming economy, 
warehouses did little to increase the life of the streets. Their raised ground floor distanced 
pedestrians from the activity within the building and loading and unloading was hidden at the 
rear of the building. Warehouses did however contribute to improving the status and 
cleanliness of the streets by replacing temporary structures with stone or brick buildings that 
would last. Those buildings with shops at street level would create a street of covered 
footpaths. A number of warehouses survive today.  
The ‘Row Shops’ is a vibrant type still in use today. It consists of a long narrow strip of shops 
spanning several lots all within the one building envelope. Row shops are generally two storeys 
high with ground level being retail use and the upper level acting as the shopkeeper’s 
residence. Access to the upper level was either from the rear or from a separate entry from the 
street. Verandah’s span the footpath carrying commercial signage to the street. The Row 
Shops incorporated multiple tenancies within one building. In Brisbane, the vibrant shopping 
precinct began in Queen Street then spread along perpendicular streets, especially Albert and 
George Streets. Although challenged in recent decades by malls such as the Myer Centre, 
street shopping still flourishes in Brisbane. 
The ‘Office Block’ type emerged as a source for the increasing demand for office space in the 
1960s and 70s.  They ranged from 6!12 storeys, provision for car parking was either open or the 
building was raised on columns to create undercover parking. Unlike the Row Shops, these 
buildings have little to give back to the streetscape. Generally the ground floor was raised 
above the street and lack of edge activity made for a dull experience. A few of these buildings 
were more successful in their attempt to incorporate shops at ground level but these were not 
of great quality because of the difference in level making access difficult. The office type 
buildings have subsequently been replaced by office towers which made more efficient use of 
the valuable inner city land. 
The ‘Office Tower’ type emerged as the demand for office space grew. High rise office towers 
were constructed of exclusively office space, with retail occasionally being incorporated at 
street level in more recent towers. Parking is accommodated in the basement which requires a 
secure vehicle entry from the street. The pedestrian relationship to the street is often a large 
private foyer focusing activity to a singular point.  Office towers contribute best to urban form 
when they include a ‘podium’, a four to five storey façade that relates to the adjacent buildings, 
with shops at street level. This activates an otherwise blank edge and ties in with surrounding 
urban fabric.  
The ‘Residential Tower’ is a relatively new type to Brisbane with the recent demand for inner 
city accommodation coinciding with the strong economy and high population growth. The 
recent awareness for sustainable cities has prompted the government to support inner city 
living and densification. These buildings have revitalised areas with new street activity, the 
provision of higher levels of inner city dwelling has contributed significantly to the increased 
vibrancy 24/7. They recognise the scale and form of the older fabric of the city through the 
incorporation of the four or five storey podium.  
 
CONCLUSION  
The paper has reported on recent archival research undertaken at QUT in the compilation of a 
comprehensive database for analysis. The first steps in the process of articulating a 
methodological tool for calibrating the qualities in our urban form, have resulted in the 
cataloguing of a series of building types that are constituents of the urban form.   
The challenges and implications for the research is to further the integration of urban 
morphological study into the domain of planning processes. A comprehensive understanding 
of the evolutionary characteristics of urban form can inform the determinants of a congruent 
urban design and city planning. 
The relevance of the research is thus in its potential to engender better outcomes for 
architectural practice and urban form.  
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